Vpr in plasma of HIV type 1-positive patients is correlated with the HIV type 1 RNA titers.
Vpr, an accessory gene product of HIV-1, has been reported in the plasma of HIV-1-positive patients, and exogenous Vpr induces the reactivation of viral production from latently infected cells and the apoptosis of T cells in vitro. These observations imply that Vpr is important in AIDS development, but the clinical relevance of the findings cannot be evaluated fully because the actual plasma Vpr concentration in HIV-1-positive patients is unknown. Here we generated two monoclonal antibodies against different portions of Vpr and successfully identified Vpr as a 14-kDa protein in HIV-1-positive patients. Semiquantitative analysis using a recombinant Vpr revealed that the concentration of Vpr in patient plasma was approximately 0.7 nM (10 ng/ml). Cross-sectional analysis of 52 HIV-1-positive patients revealed that the presence of Vpr detected in 20 patients was positively correlated with HIV-1 RNA copy number (p > 0.03), but not with the number of CD4(+) T cells. This is the first report demonstrating the actual amount of Vpr in HIV-1-positive patients, and the possible linkage of Vpr and viral titers indicates that it is important to continue to carry out the sequential analysis of Vpr, especially in clinical courses of HIV-1-positive patients. The threshold of viral titers, where Vpr appears in the patients' plasma, if present, contributes to better understanding the role of Vpr in AIDS pathogenesis.